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Rampant corruption, a fact of life in Honduras, may have touched the investigation of the murder of
Honduran human activist Berta Cáceres: The case file has been stolen.
According to the official version and to local media accounts, two men held up a magistrate of the
Corte Suprema de Justicia (Supreme Court of Justice, CSJ) as she was driving her car. The men
forced the judge out and escaped in the vehicle––taking the file with them.
Magistrate María Luisa Ramos, of the CSJ’s Corte de Apelaciones (Court of Appeals), reportedly
intended to study the documents at her home in order to draw up a ruling on an appeal lodged by
the defense of the six suspects in the case. The suspects include an Army major, his twin brother,
and a retired captain.
Cáceres, an indigenous Lenca leader with a national as well as international reputation because of
her tenacious work as a human rights advocate, a feminist, and an environmentalist, was gunned
down on March 3 in her house in La Esperanza, her home town, 180 km northwest of the capital,
Tegucigalpa. She was the co-founder, in 1993, of the Consejo Cívico de Organizaciones Populares
e Indígenas de Honduras (Civic Council of Popular and Indigenous Organizations of Honduras,
COPINH). Cáceres was murdered just days after having headed one of several peaceful protests
against a hydroelectric mega-project that included building a dam in the Gualcarque, a river sacred
to the Lenca people. (NotiCen, March 31, 2016, and May 26, 2016).
The theft of the car with the documents occurred the afternoon of Sept. 28 in Tegucigalpa. But two
days later, on Sept. 30, in a Twitter statement from its @PJdeHonduras account, the CSJ said the
legal process would not be delayed by the theft, since there is a full backup of the file. “The case
of the lost file will not suffer any delay or limitation in the legal proceedings. A full copy has been
certified,” it said.
The same day, a meeting took place at Supreme Court headquarters between officials from the
Misión de Apoyo contra la Corrupción y la Impunidad en Honduras (Mission to Support the Fight
against Corruption and Impunity in Honduras, MACCIH), the UN High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) and the Comisionado Nacional de los Derechos Humanos (National Human Rights
Commissioner, CONADEH), according to judiciary spokesperson Melvin Duarte.

Common crime or corruption?
The participants were able to confirm that the copy of the file in possession of the CSJ is certified,
Duarte told reporters. “Authorities are investigating whether this is an act of common crime or of
people involved or interested in the murder of Berta Cáceres,” he said.
Also on Sept. 30, MACCIH issued a stern press release describing the robbery as an unacceptable
incident, and stating that the magistrate’s reported decision to carry the file in her car was an
irresponsible action.
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MACCIH strongly urged Honduran authorities “to carry out a swift and purposeful investigation
into the theft of the judicial file on the murder of Berta Cáceres, which the mission considers serious
and unacceptable.” It added: “The action of the judge, who reportedly carried the file in her vehicle,
would be one of serious irresponsibility.”
MACCIH spokesperson Juan Jiménez said in the press release that the theft required “an energetic
response” from authorities of the Interior Ministry and the judiciary.
MACCIH, the release said, is “evaluating the damage caused to the judicial process by the illicit
removal of the file and will designate an international official from the mission to (…) verify the
process of the reconstruction of the file by the judicial authority. In this way, the full recovery of
evidence and other legal proceedings that incriminate those materially and proximately responsible,
contained in the removed documentation, can be guaranteed.”
MACCIH announced its intention to “verify the investigation of the Interior Ministry, to clarify the
disappearance of the file in order to find those responsible for this act, which is a serious obstruction
of justice.” And it said it would “request from the judiciary a report on the administrative
proceedings that authorize the removal of documents from judicial headquarters and will propose
the reforms necessary to stop such an act from happening again.”
The same day, the Attorney General’s Office (Ministerio Público, MP) issued a press release stating
its commitment to “reach the ultimate consequences” in the investigation, adding that the inquiry
would be carried out by the Agencia Técnica de Investigación Criminal (Technical Agency for
Criminal Investigation, ATIC).
The agency has put together a special team of agents to look into the robbery, including personnel
from the MP’s Unidad de Muertes Violentas de Mujeres y Femicidios (Women’s Violent Deaths and
Femicides Unit), it added.
The robbers “will not stop the work and the investigation of the case,” it said.

Three-pronged investigation
Four days after the theft, ATIC director Ricardo Castro told reporters the agency has launched a
three-pronged investigation into the robbery, to determine what happened and why the magistrate
was in possession of the file.
“We don’t rule out any line, that’s why we’ve opened three lines of investigation. One we consider
important is that there are groups interested in the case not reaching an end. Another line refers to
groups wanting to harm the state. The last [is] that it could be common robbery,” he explained.
Cáceres’ was the first in a string of homicides of members of campesino and indigenous
organizations such as COPINH, the Movimiento Indígenas Lenca Independiente de la Paz
(Independent Lenca Indigenous Movement of La Paz, MILPAH), and the Movimiento Unificado
Campesino del Aguán (United Rural Workers Movement of the Aguán, MUCA).
Relatives and fellow activists have repeatedly said that Cáceres’ murder was a political act. “There
are masterminds, linked to the powers that be, behind this crime which is aimed not only at
frightening and sending a message of terror to the indigenous peoples, but it’s a message of terror
to all of the Honduran people,” said Salvador Zúniga, Cáceres’ former husband and co-founder of
COPINH.
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Two recent murders claimed the lives of MUCA leaders José Ángel Flores, the movement’s
president, and Dilmer Dionicio George. Both were gunned down the evening of Oct. 18, as they
were leaving a MUCA meeting in La Confianza, a community in the northern department of Colón.
“Two hit men arrived to shoot them with heavy-caliber guns,” MUCA spokesperson Karla Zelaya
told reporters.
For more than a decade, the Aguán region of northern Honduras has been the stage for a violent
land dispute between local campesinos (rural workers) and wealthy landowners that has claimed
close to 180 lives.
Yoni Rivas, a spokesperson for the Plataforma Agraria Regional del Valle del Aguán (Regional
Agrarian Platform of the Aguán Valley) spoke with reporters about the double homicide.
“Unfortunately, this country is ruled by the economic power,” Rivas said. “Landowner corporations
funded … all that has happened in repression against the people… Here, economic power groups
… betting on mining, betting … on oil exploitation in the [western] Mosquitia zone, are the most
interested in being able to finish off social leadership.”
Rivas charged that paramilitary structures with the mission to kill campesino leaders, dismantle
their movement, and take land from their cooperatives, are operating in the area. “Those death
squads have strengthened their ties with the local military, and this causes uncertainty among us,”
because the MP “has information of what this … is about, and has done absolutely nothing.”
In a press release issued in November 2013––almost three years before Cáceres was killed––
Amnesty International (AI) reported that Cáceres was under such serious personal threat that “she's
been forced into hiding.”
The press release quoted Cáceres: “They want to terrorize us… I cannot live my life like before. I
cannot go to the office, take part in our campaign, or leave the country to denounce our situation in
international forums.”
In a 2014 interview with the Buenos Aires-based news outlet Resumen Latinoamericano, Cáceres
was asked whether she feared for her life.
“Yes, yes… In Honduras, it isn’t easy. It’s a country where there’s brutal violence. Threats are
constant,” she replied. “It isn’t so much the risk––well, it’s also a real risk–– of being imprisoned,
being wanted… [it] is the risk of losing one’s life, of being physically, emotionally attacked… Yes, we
fear for our lives, and we know it’s a risk.”
Then she added: “I also want to say, categorically, that they are not going to paralyze us with fear.
They had better know that.”

-- End --
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